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            When my son was a little boy

I used to tell him that his good looks

would take him far in life,

but charm would get him

anything he wanted.

            With that in mind, and since he is

a very charming cowboy,

this book is dedicated to him.

             

            To Charles Lemar Brown

            With much love!

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Dear Readers,

            Many of you fell in love with Deke in Wild Cowboy Ways and asked when he would get his story told. Then in Hot Cowboy Nights, you asked again, and by Merry Cowboy Christmas, it looked like a family reunion in the backyard as y’all gathered up to tell me that you really needed to read Deke’s story. I loved your enthusiasm, and Deke, bless his sexy little heart, had waited long enough.

            And then Josie came to Dry Creek, and poor old Deke met his match. Josie and I hit it off right from the first when I found out that she liked red lollipops. Even though I didn’t know her very well at that time, she and I became really good friends.

            I have to admit I dragged my feet a little when it was time to end this book. Sometimes that happens when I’ve really gotten to know a family and helped them work their way through several HEAs. But then my fabulous editor said that she’d be interested in a spin-off series with more Dawsons, and it wasn’t nearly as difficult to finish the book. So keep your boots on and get your cowboy hat ready, because a new trilogy, the Happy, Texas trilogy, is on the way.

            As I’ve said many times, a book does not appear by magic out of the clouds. It takes a lot of hard work, and not only from my sitting in front of my computer for days. Going from the idea to the finished product in my wonderful readers’ hands is a process. So thank you to everyone at Grand Central for all their support and continuing faith in my stories. To Leah Hultenschmidt: When I count my blessings, you are right up there at the top of the list! To the Forever team that does copyediting, marketing, sales, and promotion: Thank you for everything from the depths of my heart. To my agent, Erin Niumata and Folio Management: You are all special to me. To my husband, Mr. B: I’m a lucky woman to have you in my life. To all my readers: Bless you one and all for reading my books, writing reviews, and telling your friends about them.

            As I finished this book, spring was just pushing the daffodils up through the ground in southern Oklahoma. Y’all will be reading it in the dead of winter, so make a cup of hot tea or hot chocolate, get your favorite fluffy throw and socks, and settle down in your favorite recliner. And enjoy the journey with Deke and Josie as they figure out what they want out of life.

            Happy Reading!

            Carolyn Brown

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Josie Dawson loved the smell of feed stores and the taste of red lollipops. The two together brought back memories of when she was a little girl and her father took her with him to get supplies. There was always a jar of free lollipops on the counter, and even if she had to dig to the bottom of the big gallon jar, she’d pick out a red one.

         When the cold north wind pushed her inside the Dry Creek Feed Store that morning, she inhaled deeply and smiled when she saw the jar of lollipops sitting on the counter.

         “Hey, Josie, what brings you to town this Friday morning?” Lizzy, her new cousin-in-law, asked from behind the counter.

         “The Lucky Penny needs about twenty bags of cattle feed. Jud said you’d know what kind he gets.”

         The red lollipop was right there on the top, begging her to twist the lid off the gallon jar and grab it.

         “You came at a good time. Deke Sullivan’s in the back getting bags of goat feed, so he can help load it for us,” Lizzy said. “Want a lollipop?”

         “Aren’t they for kids?”

         “Some of us never grow up.” Lizzy grinned. “I like the yellow ones. What color?”

         “Red.”

         “I can’t let you eat alone.” Lizzy handed her a red one and dug down to the bottom for a yellow one.

         Josie peeled off the paper and stuck the lollipop in her mouth. “Ahh, it transports me back to when I was a little girl.”

         Lizzy nodded in agreement.

         “Hey, Lizzy, will you open the door for me?” Deke called out.

         “Sure thing.” She started for the front door.

         Nothing that Josie had heard about Deke Sullivan prepared her for the sight of him with a forty-pound bag of feed hoisted over each shoulder. Someone might have mentioned that he was taller than her cousins and her brothers, but with that cowboy hat tilted back on his head with a few strands of light brown hair falling down on his forehead, he looked like a giant.

         “Well, hello!” Deke stopped right in front of the counter.

         “Hey,” she said around the candy in her mouth. “I’m Josie.”

         “Jud’s sister?”

         She nodded.

         “I’m Deke. Right pleased to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you, but no one told me you got all the looks in the family.”

         “Deke, hurry up. The cold air is coming right in,” Lizzy yelled from the front of the store. “Oh, and Josie’s going to need you to load some feed for her, too, if you don’t mind.”

         “No problem,” Deke answered, then strode out the door with his bags.

         Josie was right in the middle of trying not to notice what a fine ass he had when Lizzy piped in with, “So are you really leasing the old hotel on Main Street?”

         Josie pushed a strand of blond hair away from her face. “Yup, I’ll need someplace for my oil crew to live while they’re here.”

         “Oil? Do you really think it’s true what Jud says about the Lucky Penny then?”

         “Well, we’ll find out. But until this rotten paperwork gets done, I feel like I’m twiddling my thumbs.”

         “Well, I’m sure those Dawson boys will keep you from getting too bored.” Lizzy laughed.

         “Oh, they’ve put me right to work,” Josie answered. But maybe it’s a Sullivan boy I’d rather get busy with.

         
              

         

         Deke rubbed his hands together to warm them up as he walked back into the store. He crossed the floor in a few long strides, removed his hat, and hiked a hip on the countertop.

         Lizzy handed him an orange lollipop. “Thanks for doing that for us.”

         “Mmm, my favorite,” he said and popped the sucker in his mouth. He could barely take his eyes off Josie’s full, red-stained lips. Her blue eyes locked with his for a second before he blinked.

         “You comin’ to the house tomorrow night for the New Year’s Eve supper?” Lizzy asked.

         “Wouldn’t miss it.” He planted both feet on the floor and settled his hat back on his head. “You going to be there, Josie?”

         “Since I’m living with Jud and Fiona for the moment, I suppose I will be. Anything special I need to know about?”

         “Not a thing. It’s just family.”

         The phone rang and Lizzy reached for it. “Feed Store.”

         She listened for thirty seconds and then hung up. “That was Jud. Your goats are in my front yard. Guess they decided to come back home.”

         Deke started for the front door. “Dammit! Crazy critters.”

         
              

         

         Josie drove past the LUCKY PENNY RANCH sign and turned right into the next lane. Her cousins Blake and Toby and her brother, Jud, had bought the property last year and were determined to make it succeed despite its bad reputation. After all, if anyone knew about bad reputations, it was those three boys. And yet even they had turned around their wild ways and settled down—with the three Logan sisters, no less.

         When she got to the barn to unload Toby’s feed, she couldn’t believe the sight before her eyes. Goats everywhere. Romping around the floor. Climbing bales of hay like they thought they were mountain goats. And her brother in the middle of the ruckus, cursing up a blue streak.

         “This looks like it’s more fun than herdin’ cats.” She laughed. “We could practice our ropin’ skills.”

          “Laugh all you want. When Deke gets back, you’re going to help us gather them up one at a time and get them in his trailer,” Jud said.

         “Where are Toby and Blake?” Josie asked.

         “One of them is fixing the fence on our ranch. The other one is over there taking care of Deke’s fence and shoring up the goat pen so this don’t happen again,” Jud answered.

         It didn’t take a genetics professor to see that Josie and Jud were sister and brother. They both had blond hair and blue eyes, but where his face was chiseled, hers was softer and her lips fuller. He was over six feet tall and she was just under that height. They had double degrees in geology and agriculture, and they competed to see who had the best nose for finding oil. Josie usually let Jud win when it came to ranching, but not by much.

         The barn doors squeaked, and she looked over her shoulder to see Deke sliding his big frame through just enough space to let him into the barn. Fine-looking cowboy in those tight jeans and denim jacket over a plaid shirt with the tail hanging below it.

         “Never pictured you for a goat farmer,” Josie teased.

         Deke glowered. “Hell, no! I am a cattle rancher. But to get Truman O’Dell’s cattle when he gave up the ranchin’ business I had to take this miserable herd of goats with them. I may barbecue every one of them.”

         “Aw, I think they’re cute. Look at those two young ones up there butting heads and playing king of the mountain,” Josie said.

         “You want them? Today I’ll sell them to you real cheap.” Deke grabbed one by the legs and headed out to the trailer with it.

         “No, she does not want them,” Jud answered as he wrapped one up in his arms.

         “I would if I already had a ranch,” Josie said. “I love baby goats. When I get my own place, I’m going to have everything from chickens to cows.”

         She was busy sweet-talking one of the young ones when Deke and Jud returned. They quickly cornered the old ram, but he got away from them and butted Jud in the rear end, pushing him forward into Deke and sending them both falling face forward into the hay. Josie was laughing so hard that she could hardly breathe when the ram circled back around and head butted her forward. Deke had barely gotten back on his feet when Josie came barreling at him, sending both of them into a spiral roll that took hay bales with them.

         “That was a wild ride.” Deke flashed a brilliant smile at Josie.

         “Did I stay on for eight seconds?” she asked.

         “Didn’t have the clock going, but it felt like it.”

         Josie sat up and spit hay out of her mouth, wiped the dust from her eyes, and shot a dirty look at the ram. “You sorry devil. You will pay for that.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Please pass the fried chicken. I see a thigh with my name on it,” Deke said at the supper table on New Year’s Eve.

         “Overeating is a sin.” Allie poked his shoulder.

         “But it’s not as bad as the sinnin’ I usually do on New Year’s Eve, now is it?” He waggled his dark eyebrows.

         “Poor baby!” Allie teased. “So will you be going out dancing next weekend?”

         Deke shook his head. “Remember that bull I was tellin’ you about up in Montana? I’m going up there to look at him and if I like him as well as I think I will, I’m bringing him home.”

         “Is that your way of asking us to take care of your animals and old Rascal while you are gone?” Blake asked from the far end of the table.

         “It is.” Deke grinned. “But I’m taking Rascal with me this time, so you don’t have to take care of my dog. After that debacle yesterday afternoon, Jud has proven that he’s a goat whisperer and Josie is real good at catchin’ them, so if they get out again, just call on them to help you.”

         “Of course, we will. You’ve taken care of stuff for us so it’s time for payback.” Allie patted him with one hand and reached over to rewind her daughter, Audrey’s, baby swing with the other. “Looks like she’s going to sleep right through New Year’s Eve.”

         “They say that whoever you are with on New Year’s Eve, you’ll be with all year long,” Josie said.

         Jud leaned over and kissed Fiona, his wife of only a week, on the cheek. “Well, I sure like that idea.”

         Deke was right at home in the old house where his three best friends, Allie, Lizzy, and Fiona, had grown up. It had started out as a small hotel back in the days when the whole area was an Indian reservation. In those days, the soldiers at the fort needed a place for their families to stay when they came to visit. And then times got tough and Miz Audrey, the proprietor of the hotel, hired six girls, trained them well, and turned the hotel into a brothel. Generations later, it became a home to the Logan family.

         As of a week ago, it had lost its name—Audrey’s Place—and the property incorporated into Lucky Penny Ranch when Katy Logan deeded it over to Jud and her youngest daughter, Fiona. It might take a long time for folks to stop calling it Audrey’s, but in time the only Audrey anyone would remember was that sweet little red-haired baby who had big old Deke Sullivan wrapped around her little finger.

         He stared his fill of the little girl and wished that he had one just like her, only maybe with blond hair and big blue eyes like her mama.

         Whoa, hoss! You’re getting the cart way before the horse. 

         “Josie is interested in rodeo stock, too,” Fiona said.

         Deke glanced at Josie. “You plannin’ to keep a bull in the backyard of the hotel?”

         “Jud said I could keep whatever stock I want here on the Lucky Penny until I scrape up enough money to buy my own ranch. I’ve got enough put aside to buy a few good head of rodeo stock if I find something I like,” Josie answered.

         “Breedin’ or takin’ them to the rodeo rounds?” Deke asked.

         “Breedin’. You?”

         “Maybe both. I haven’t decided yet.”

         “You a bull rider?” she asked. A vision of him on the back of a wild bucking bull jacked the room temperature up at least ten degrees.

         “Dabbled in it. Riding was a hell of an adrenaline rush, but biting the dirt more times than I want to remember made me realize I wasn’t ever going to win a big buckle at the Pro Bull Riding event. So now it’s basically an armchair sport. How about you? Did you ever ride?”

         “Few times, but it didn’t take long for me to figure out that I wasn’t coordinated enough to stay on the beast for eight seconds.”

         “Yeah.” He grinned, and her heart kicked in an extra beat. “They say it’s eight seconds, but when you’re on the back of a bull, it’s more like eight seconds past eternity.”

         “You got that right.” She smiled. “I’m flying out of Dallas to go look at several really good animals—also in Montana. Where are you going?” She grabbed another chicken leg as the platter went around the table.

         “North of Butte. How about you?”

         “Going south so. Guess we won’t be outbiddin’ each other for the same animals.”

         
              

         

         Josie’s phone rang and she glanced at the picture that came up on the screen. “I need to take this. Won’t be but a minute. Excuse me.”

         “Kasey?” Jud asked.

         Josie nodded and stepped away from the table.

         Deke frowned. Did Josie have a boyfriend named Kasey?

         Blake nudged him. “Kasey’s our cousin. She was recently widowed and now she’s on her own with three kids. She and Josie have always been thick as thieves.”

          “She and her brother are arguing and she wanted my input,” Josie explained as she returned to the table.

         “I’m sorry about her husband,” Deke said. “How old are her kids? That must be really tough on them. I lost my parents when I was young and my grandparents raised me.”

         “Rustin is five. He’ll be in kindergarten this fall,” Josie said. “Emma is three and Silas is six months. And I’m real sorry to hear that about your folks, too, Deke.”

         “Six months!” Deke gasped.

         “She was three months pregnant when her husband was killed overseas,” Jud said.

         Deke frowned. “That’s terrible. She’s lucky to have a big family to help her out.”

         “She’s a great girl,” Jud said. “She and Josie have been more like sisters than cousins.”

         “Y’all see each other very often?” Deke asked.

         “Used to more than we will be now. I was working not far from Amarillo, so I could drive down to see her fairly often,” Josie said.

         “Well, I’m glad that you started off the New Year here because that means you’ll still be here next year when Fiona has her first baby,” Deke said.

         “What?” Josie whipped around to stare at her brother. “You are going to be a father and you didn’t tell me?”

         All the color left Jud’s face as he whipped around to look at Fiona, who was just as shocked. Finally, Deke threw back his head and guffawed.

          “It was a joke. We needed to lighten the mood.” He swiped the sleeve of his shirt across his eyes and hiccupped. “That was amazing.”

         “And paybacks are hell,” Josie said.

         Fiona pinched him on the forearm. “Yes, they are!”

         “Ouch!” Deke yelled. “You’ve always been the mean one and I was just getting you back for the last joke you played on me.”

         Josie had missed her brother when his contract was up with the job and now here she was in the middle of a big family on New Year’s Eve. Maybe by this time next year Fiona and Jud really would be expecting their first child and Josie would have her new house built. And she’d be the favorite aunt.

         She glanced across the table to find Deke staring right at her and be damned if he didn’t wink. She wasn’t naive. She’d been in love—twice, actually. She’d even considering moving in with her boyfriend the last time. But she wanted wild fizz and all those things that romance writers talked about in their books. She’d wanted that glow after sex and surges of desire when her man walked in the room. And until she got that, she’d focus on her work.

         Her phone rang and she fished it out of her hip pocket. “Excuse me, again.”

         Deke pushed back his chair.

         “You don’t have to stand up. We’re family.” She smiled.

         “Not me and you, darlin’. I’m barely considered shirttail kin,” Deke said. “But I’m not being a gentleman. I’m going for the chocolate cake. You’d better not talk too long or there won’t even be icing stuck around the edges of the pan. I don’t waste anything when it comes to a sheet cake.”

         Josie walked up the stairs to her bedroom as she answered the phone. “That was fast. Did Brody come to his senses?”

         “No, I haven’t talked to him. I forgot to ask if you’d met Deke yet? Jud’s talked so much about him that I wanted to hear your thoughts on him and on your new sister-in-law?”

          “Jud is so in love with Fiona that if I found a fault in her, I’d never say a word about it or he’d shoot me on the spot. Deke is…well, think Blake, Toby, and Jud all rolled into one when it comes to flirting,” Josie said.

         “Holy smoke! I can’t wait to meet him.” Kasey sighed. “And now Rustin and Emma are fighting over the remote. Got to run. Talk to you tomorrow.”

         She hit the END button and went back to the dining room, leaving her phone behind. She really wanted that last chicken leg and then a piece of cake and she didn’t want to talk on the phone anymore that evening. The rest of the family was all having dessert when she returned and settled back into her chair.

         “Anything drastic?” Jud asked.

         “Rustin and Emma were fighting over the remote, so if there was anything, we didn’t discuss it,” Josie answered.

         They pushed back their chairs and talked about everything from food to goats for the next hour as they had after-supper coffee. When Josie was ready for dessert, Deke cut off another slab and poured a second cup of coffee.

         “I’m not sure if a person can go to heaven if they let anyone eat alone. It’s got to be a sin,” he said.

         “Deke has a sweet tooth that a truckload of chocolate couldn’t satisfy.” Jud chuckled.

         “I wouldn’t mind trying to see if that was the truth.” Deke’s one eyelid slid slyly shut when he glanced over at Josie. “My granny was a great one to keep baked goods ready and I learned to love all things that are sweet. When she passed on I was already hanging out over here a lot of the time, and Miz Irene made sure my sweet tooth didn’t get to hurtin’ too bad.”

         “You’ll get to meet her and Katy tomorrow. They’ll be here for Sunday dinner, and if Granny is up to it, they’ll spend the night,” Fiona said. “While Deke finishes up, you guys can take Audrey to the living room and we’ll get the dishwasher loaded.”

         “All done.” Deke pushed back his plate. “And I get to hold the baby first.”

         “I’ll get the music ready,” Blake said. “Got any requests?”

         “Whatever you pick out will be fine, darlin’,” Allie said as she picked Audrey up from the swing and handed her to Deke.

         Shania Twain was singing “From This Moment On” when the four women finished in the kitchen and made it to the living room. Josie let the three sisters go on ahead and stood in the doorway, watching as they claimed their husbands and started dancing to the music.

         Deke was sitting in a rocking chair and held Audrey in his arms. Looking at him with a baby in his arms, it was hard to believe all the stories she’d heard about him. The expression on his face as he looked at the little girl was a mixture of love, joy, and pure yearning to hold her forever. It was evident that Deke had been born to be a father, so why in the hell hadn’t he settled down and started a family?

         He looked up and she quickly looked across the room at Jud and Fiona, gracefully moving around the room in a country waltz. Blake held Allie so close that air couldn’t find a way between them. Toby’s eyes never left Lizzy’s face as he whispered things that made her blush.

         She wove her way through the couples and sat down on the end of the sofa next to where Deke was rocking the baby. “They look good together.”

         “We always dance on New Year’s Eve. It’s part of the tradition around here.”

         “Give me that baby girl.” Blake took Audrey from Deke. “And go dance one with my wife. She don’t wear out as fast as I do.”

         “I’ll put her in the swing. You dance with your wife.” Deke situated Audrey in the swing and crossed the room as the next song on the CD started. Chris Stapleton’s “Tennessee Whiskey” was a slow, two-stepping song. He held out his hand toward Josie. “May I have this dance, ma’am?”

         She put her hand in his and he pulled her up and then wrapped his arms around her waist, bringing her close to his body as they moved slowly around the room.

         “Are you as sweet as Tennessee whiskey like the song says?” he whispered.

         Lord, have mercy! His warm breath on her neck and the lyrics of the song in her head, plus his body pressed against hers sent sparks all over the room.

         “Honey, I’m not a bit sweet, and you’ll find that out pretty quick if you come around here very often,” she answered.

         When the song ended, a faster tune by Hunter Hayes titled “Everybody’s Got Somebody But Me” started.

         “You have to dance this one with me because it’s the story of my life today,” Deke said as he swung her out to the upbeat music and sang along with the lyrics that said the whole place looked like a casting call for Romeo and Juliet.

         “They are all so much in love that it would make even your sweet tooth ache,” Josie said and laughed when he brought her back to his chest. “Poor old Deke. Do you want somebody to settle down with?”

         “Are you proposing?”

         “Not me. I don’t have time for romance,” she said.

         “The New Year’s Eve party starts on television in five minutes,” Toby broke in before Deke could comment. “This is the last dance.”

         “Oooh, I like this song,” Deke said as the music came on. “I can’t believe that Jud said you were clumsy. Dancing with you is awesome.”

         “Blake Shelton. ‘Sangria’ is one of my favorites by him.”

         “You like sangria?” Deke asked as they moved around the floor.

         “Sometimes. And sometimes I like that whiskey we heard about and sometimes I like beer,” she said.

         When the song ended, Deke bowed low and kissed her fingertips. “Thank you for the dance, sugar.”

         “Sugar? Ha!” Jud broke in. “She might know how to dance and come off as sweet, but don’t let her fool you, Deke. That one can be mean as hell if she doesn’t get her way, and she cusses like a sailor.”

         “Hey, now!” Josie protested. “And what’re you tellin’ Deke about me being clumsy?”

         Jud held up his palms defensively. “Hey, when you were a kid you were all legs and arms and you were clumsy.”

         “And now?” Josie asked.

         “Okay, okay, so you outgrew part of it. But you are still mean. I’m tellin’ you, Deke, she’ll go to war with a Texas wildfire with nothing but a cup of water in her hand,” Jud finished as he turned on the TV.

         “I wouldn’t want to be in New York City right now for anything,” Lizzy said as she saw the throngs of people crowding Times Square. “There’s more people per square block than what lives in Dry Creek,” she said.

         Josie was having so much fun that she didn’t realize the countdown was going on until her brother and cousins paired off with their new wives.

         “Ten, nine, eight,” the announcer on the television said.

         Lizzy slipped her arms around Toby’s neck.

         “Seven, six.”

         Allie rolled up on her toes and Blake drew her close to his chest.

         “Five, four, three.”

         Jud held both of Fiona’s hands and looked deeply into her eyes.

         “Two, one!”

         Josie was not going to miss a New Year’s Eve kiss when there was a perfectly good cowboy right in front of her. She moistened her lips and got ready for a quick peck, but Deke wrapped her up in his arms so tightly that she could feel his heart thumping against her breast. He tipped up her chin with his fist and flat-out laid a kiss on her that left her breathless.

         “Happy New Year!” everyone yelled as the old clock above the mantel chimed twelve times.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Y’all ladies stayin’ for the football game?” Deke looked across the room at Allie after Sunday dinner on New Year’s Day.

         “We’ll be in and out to see how it’s going. We’re having a beer in the kitchen while we take care of the after-dinner cleanup,” Allie answered. “Which way you goin’, Josie? You want to watch the game or gossip with us?”

         Josie picked up two beers and led the way to the kitchen. “Oh, honey, I never, ever turn down gossip.”

         Josie had heard all about Irene, grandmother of the former Logan ladies. But all the wild stories she’d heard did not prepare her for Irene Miller.

         Irene pulled up a rocking chair beside the window. Evidently she had applied her own makeup that morning because she wore bright red lipstick that had crept into the wrinkles around her mouth. Her eye shadow looked like it had been applied with a putty knife, but her eyes were bright with happiness. Her gray hair sported a big red sequined bow on a matching headband, and her hot pink sweat suit had a beach scene on the front all done up in bling. She’d gone to church in that getup that morning and there was not one single raised eyebrow in the whole place.

          “This is a wonderful day,” Irene said. “I’ve lived to see one more year pass. Give me that baby and tell me I look beautiful. I dressed up special because I knew I’d get to go to church with y’all and have dinner here.” Irene held out her arms.

         Katy, the Logan sisters’ mother, knelt beside her chair. “Mama, you are always beautiful but you look really good today. Hot pink is your color.”

         “Go in my room, look in my closet, and bring out the Jack? We should toast today,” Irene whispered.

         “You can’t drink and hold the baby. What if you got woozy and dropped her?” Katy said.

         “Shit, girl! I can hold my liquor better than that but I wouldn’t want to breathe them fumes on her so we’ll wait until later to toast the new year.”

         Allie put Audrey in Irene’s arms.

         Audrey cooed and grinned at Irene as she rocked the baby in the overstuffed rocking chair. “Look, Fiona? This baby has your red hair. She’s going to grow up to be a firecracker just like you. Are you just here for the holidays or did you come home to stay? I’ve got this forgettin’ disease and it plays hell with my brain.”

         “I’m home to stay. I married Jud last week, remember. And Mama gave us her house and the store. We live here now and remember, she bought a condo here in Wichita Falls so she can be close to you,” Fiona said.

         “Condo? Whoever thought up that word should be shot. It sounds like condom.” Irene giggled.

         “Granny!” Allie gasped.

         “Well, it does and I’m old so I can say whatever I damn well please,” Irene said. “Y’all sit down and visit with me.” Irene motioned toward the chairs around the table. “I’m glad you aren’t leaving again, Fiona. Tell me again about this tall one. I never knew Deke to bring a woman home. Is this serious?”

         “Oh, no,” Josie answered quickly. “I’m Jud’s sister, Josie.”

         “Is Deke sick?”

         “Why would you ask that?” Katy stood up. “I’m going upstairs and pack a couple of boxes to take with me tomorrow.”

         “Well.” Irene rolled her eyes. “This girl right here is just his type. Tall, blond, and blue eyes and he’s in there watchin’ a football game instead of flirtin’ with her. He must be sick.”

         “Maybe he’s not my type,” Josie teased.

         “I like a woman with some sass.” Irene giggled.

         “Deke’s kind of like a brother to all us girls so that makes her…” Lizzy stammered when Deke walked into the room.

         Irene held up a palm. “Y’all are mighty quick to answer for poor old Deke today.”

         “Actin’ just like older sisters, aren’t they, Granny?” Deke chuckled. “Are you going to watch the ball game this afternoon?”

         “When all that pregame shit is done, I’ll come to the living room and take your money. I’ve got five bucks on the Cowboys,” she said.

         “Take my money!” Deke faked a gasp. “I’m going to take yours.”

         “If you do it’ll be the first time.” She grinned. “Got to do my good luck ritual.” She broke out into the first lines of “I’ll Fly Away.” Deke joined in first and the rest of them followed his lead. Irene finished on a high note and then started an old Etta James tune, “At Last.”

         Everyone managed to keep up on the first and second songs, but Allie and Blake were the only ones who could sing all the words of the last song. When it ended, Irene frowned at Deke until he started the applause.

         “Thank you.” Irene nodded and smiled. “I went to Frankie’s one time and I love Etta James. I bet you girls didn’t know that, did you?”

         Who was Frankie and what did Etta James have to do with him? Josie glanced around the room to see three slack-jawed women staring at their grandmother as if she had sprouted another eye right in the middle of her wrinkled forehead.

         “Granny, you didn’t!” Fiona gasped.

         Irene shrugged. “I did and Dora June and Lucy went with me.”

          “We won’t tell, Granny,” Deke whispered. “You want me to tell Frankie hello for you next time I’m over that way?”

         Irene cocked her head to one side. “Hell, no! I don’t want you to go there no more, Deke. You ain’t never goin’ to find a wife in a place like that.” She kissed Audrey on the cheek and handed her over to Allie. “Deke, you go protect my money and don’t you lie to me when the game is over. I’m going to take a nap instead of watching the game. Where’s Katy? I’m not sure which way to go.”

         “Right here, Mama,” Katy said. “I could use a little nap myself. Let’s go find a bed.”

         Irene’s eyebrows knit into a solid line, as if she was trying hard to remember something. “Okay but if you snore, I’ll kick your sorry ass out on the floor.”

         Katy looped her arm in her mother’s and led her out into the foyer.

          “What just happened?” Josie whispered.

         It wasn’t hard to picture Katy as the girls’ mother. They were all built about the same and had the same shape face and bright smiles, but Irene was a different matter. That tiny little woman didn’t look like she could have ever birthed a child.

         “We were lucky today. Here lately, when she realizes that she’s losing it, she just goes to sleep. But today, she was lucid for a long time,” Deke said.

         “That was so sad, but I bet she was a pistol before she got dementia,” Josie said.

         Deke filled a glass with ice and sweet tea. “I can sure tell you that she was as full of spit and vinegar as Fiona is.”

         “Oh, come on now,” Fiona said. “She could outdo me any day of the week. I’ve never been to Frankie’s.”

         “What’s so bad about this Frankie place?” Josie asked.

         “Did you have a bar in your part of the state where your mama would still take a switch to you if she found out you’d gone there?” Fiona asked.

         “Sugar Shack,” Jud said as he and Blake entered the kitchen.

         “That’s Frankie’s in our part of the world,” Deke said.

         “So you are a regular there?” Josie asked.

         Deke nodded. “I am. Y’all might as well come on in the living room and watch the ball game with us?”

         “Maybe later,” Allie said.

         “When you do, you might bring in some snacks,” Deke said.

         “Aha, there is an underlying motive here,” Josie said.

         “I get mean when I get to craving something sweet, darlin’,” he drawled.

         “You’ve got two legs and two hands. You can come get it yourself,” she told him.

         “Whew!” Deke mopped a hand across his forehead in a fake gesture. “I bet she’s got a broom parked by the back door.”

         “A brand-new 2017 model,” Josie shot right back.

         “You’ve met your match.” Allie grabbed his arms and turned him around. “Go watch your football game and let us gossip.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         The cold winter wind continued to whistle through the dormant limbs of the few mesquite trees when Josie got out of her truck the next morning. The O’Dells’ old house, nothing now but a blackened place on the ground, had sat in the middle of a yard surrounded by a white picket fence. A tiny splash of purple in the corner said that there had been a flower bed there at one time, and a volunteer pansy had popped up to tell the world that there was hope.

         Josie bent for a better look and almost picked it, but then decided to leave the little flower right where it grew. She buttoned up her old stained work coat and jerked her stocking hat down over her ears. A braid on either side of her head shot out from the hat and floated on her shoulders. When she pulled a pair of leather gloves from her pocket a notepad fell out and landed right beside the pansy.

         “Sorry about that, old girl.” Josie picked up the pad, shoved it back into her pocket with the pen, and then put on her gloves. “Someday when I own this place I will plant more flowers, I promise.”

         It wasn’t the first time that she’d gone to the old O’Dell ranch to look at the property, hoping that if the oil business worked out, she’d be able to buy it. She’d love to live so close to her family at the Lucky Penny, and she was already starting to see that Dry Creek would be an easy place to call home.

         Speaking of the Lucky Penny, Josie figured she’d better get on with her chores. She’d told Toby that she would check the fence lines on his and Lizzy’s part of the ranch, so she drove across the road, parked to the right of the cattle guard below the sign, and shut off the engine.

         If something wasn’t bull tight, she’d make a note of the location and take care of repairs when she returned from her trip. She started walking south, keeping the bitter north wind to her back. She made note of two rotted posts along the way. As she turned the corner and walked on, she found barbed wire was sagging in three places. Nothing drastic, but she’d alert Toby to replace it. The wind had not died down a bit when she started north, and it had started to mist. Not nearly a drizzle yet but the tiny cold droplets stung her face, so she pulled off the hat and flipped it out to make a face mask and put it back on, tucking her braids up under the edges.

         Josie was no stranger to the weather and although she liked the spring and fall best, work had to be done in the heat of summer and the winter chill, also. Trudging on as the mist turned into a drizzle, she thought about the bull and the two broncs she wanted to buy. When the oil wells came in she’d buy a ranch. If not the O’Dell place then another one and the first thing she would build would be a state-of-the-art barn to keep her animals in. She could live in the old travel trailer that Toby had used until she could build a house. If she could talk the seller down a little, she might add another bull to the sale. From the pictures he’d sent via the Internet, the young bull had a lot of fight in him, which could be a great rodeo asset.

         That picture of Deke’s long legs slung across the back of a bull flashed through her mind again. Deke’s muscles bunched as he wrapped the rope around his gloved hand and got ready to signal the crew to open the gate.

         She shook the vision from her head and looked up at the skies, but there wasn’t even a little ray of sunshine up there anywhere. Solid gray and a slow rain, which was good for the ground but not for the body. She’d started up the last leg of the journey and was about halfway up she noticed a movement out of her peripheral vision.

         “Well, good morning. What in the world are you doing out in this weather?” Deke called out from across the dirt road.

         She jerked her head up, gazed into his eyes and then down at his mouth, the only two things showing, since he wore scuffed work boots and a ski mask, just like she did, and camouflage-patterned coveralls. She liked the image of him on the bull much better.

         “Walkin’ the fence line. Crazy, isn’t it, in this weather?” she asked.

         “Maybe, but I get a lot of thinkin’ done when I check the fences, and next summer, we will be begging for some of this rain. Too bad we can’t harness it and make it fall when we need it most, ain’t it?” Deke said. “I just finished up my morning chores and I’m headin’ inside for a cup of hot chocolate and a morning snack. Want to join me?”

         “I’d love something warm.” She looked across the road.

         “Just hop that fence and cross the road. I’ll drive down to the end of the lane and take us to the house and then take you back to your truck when we are done.”

         She put one hand on the fence post and in a flash she was on the other side. “I’m hoping this doesn’t turn to ice. I’d hate to miss my flight on Friday.”

         He pointed to his truck not fifty yards away. “What part of the state are you planning to go to again?”

         “Just south of Butte, Montana, a little ways. Big place is selling off a couple of broncs and a few bulls. I’ve got one picked out that I really want. He’s young and full of spit and vinegar. And I’ve been checking to see which cows might be best for breeding him with as I inspected the fences today. I’ve got my eye on a second bull, but I’ll have to see how it plays out.”

         He kept a steady pace beside her. “How are you getting them home?”

         “The seller has agreed to haul them anywhere in the United States. Not for free, of course, but I’ll pay the price to get them down here in good health.”

         He opened the truck door for her and she crawled inside, glad to be out of the rain. He jogged around the front end and hurriedly slid into the driver’s seat, slamming the door as fast as he could. “This is my ranch truck. Never leaves the ranch and it’s a real workhorse. However, there’s no heater or air conditioner anymore. So keep your gloves on until we get to the house.”

         “Not a problem. I grew up on a ranch, Deke. I know about work trucks.”

         “And oil? Think there might be some on my property, too?” he asked.

         She cut her eyes around at him without moving her head. “Is that why you were flirting yesterday? You want to butter me up with sweet talk so I’ll check your land for drilling sites?”

         “Maybe.” He grinned. “Or maybe you’re just downright beautiful, Josie, and not to flirt would just plumb be wrong.”

         
              

         

         Josie peeled off her face mask and static electricity created a halo of blond hair out around her face. Even with no makeup and those two blond braids, she took Deke’s breath away.

         He was so busy looking at her that he veered off to the right and had to do some fancy adjusting to keep from hitting a fence post. “Trying to avoid a pothole,” he murmured as he braked, put the truck in park, and hopped out to close a gate behind him.

         When he got back behind the wheel, he paid more attention to his driving the rest of the way to the house. The rain had gotten serious by the time he parked, so he reached behind the seat and brought out a dark blue umbrella with the Dallas Cowboys logo emblazoned on it and hurried around to her side of the truck.

         He popped it open and held it over her head, not making any attempt to keep the rain off him. When they reached the porch, he shook the droplets from his hair and hit the right little button to fold the umbrella.

         “Welcome to my house.” He threw open the door and let her go in first. “That would be Rascal over there by the fire. His arthritis is acting up in this cold weather, so I gave him the day off to rest while I did the chores.”

         The blue heeler thumped his tail on the floor a few times but didn’t leave his warm rug by the open fire. Josie peeled off her gloves, shoved them into her pockets, and then Deke helped her remove her coat. He was so busy gazing at her hair and the curve of her neck that he almost dropped her coat and had to scramble to keep it from hitting the floor. When he turned around, she was kneeling beside Rascal and petting him. His old tail was doing double time and every time she said something else sweet to him, it went even faster.

         “I’ll make us some hot chocolate unless you’d rather have something else,” Deke said hoarsely.

         “That sounds great, thanks. How old is he?” Josie asked.

         “Fifteen. He says it’s time for me to get another cow dog, but I haven’t found one as smart as he is. Truth is, I’m afraid if I bring a pup in here, he’ll give up and die,” Deke said sadly. “I’ve got some of Lizzy’s Christmas cookies left. Want some with your chocolate? Being out in the cold uses up a breakfast pretty fast.”

         “Sure,” she said but her eyes never left the dog.

         He made the chocolate from his granny’s recipe and poured it into two cups. With the plate of cookies on the top of one of the cups, he carefully made his way from kitchen to living room, purposely watching each step so he didn’t spill anything. Something about her presence had him as clumsy as a fourteen-year-old on his first date.

         “I want a dog. If you find a litter with pups as smart as Rascal, let me know and I might buy one,” she said. “I can keep it at Jud’s place until I get settled into the hotel.”

         “Won’t never be a dog that smart.” He set the cookies and hot chocolate on the coffee table and joined her on the floor in front of the blaze in the fireplace. “I use wood when I can. It keeps the fuel bills down in the wintertime. I just wish there was a way to use it to make the house cool in the hot summertime.”

         She picked up the cup nearest to her and took a sip. “This is really good. What do you do different?”

         “It’s an old family secret.” He grinned. “If I told you how to make it, you might not come back another day for more.”

         “Oh, really?” She raised an eyebrow.

         “That’s right. I got you women folks figured out.” He smiled.

         “So you know women?” She reached for a cookie at the same time he did.

         There was that jolt of electricity again when their hands touched. “Yes, ma’am, I do.”

         “Well then, smarty-pants, what have you figured out about me in the short time you’ve known me?” she asked.

         “You dance like an angel. You love kids and dogs and you like hot chocolate and cookies. And you aren’t afraid of hard work or getting cold if you need to walk a fence line to make it bull tight,” he said. “And you’ve been in a relationship but you didn’t commit because it didn’t feel right.”

         She frowned. “Jud told you that last part, didn’t he?”

         “He didn’t have to. You’re too pretty not to have had a couple of serious boyfriends, but you are also smart enough to realize when something isn’t the real deal,” he said.

         Josie’s cheeks flushed an adorable pink as she searched for words. “What’s the name of this ranch anyway? You don’t have a sign up out there over the cattle crossing like most ranches do?”

          “A tornado swept through here a few months ago. I’m sure that Toby told you about it. He and Lizzy got stuck in the cellar behind her store.”

         Josie nodded. “I did hear about that.”

         “Well, it took my sign with it when it left. It wasn’t my ranch then but my cousin’s. He wanted to leave Dry Creek, so I sold my place to Lizzy and bought this one. I wasn’t sure I wanted to keep the old name or register a new one. No one called it by anything but the Sullivan place, but still when my grandparents bought the place they decided to name it the Double Heart Ranch because they said it would take both of them putting their hearts and souls into it if they intended to make it work.”

         “I love that name and the story,” Josie said.

         “Thank you, ma’am. Now let’s talk rodeo stock. I’m going up to Montana too, but I’m leaving Thursday morning.”

         “Driving?” she asked.

         “Yes, and taking my stock trailer with me in case I get to buy the bull I want.”

         She took another sip of the chocolate and her expression said she really did like his recipe. “Where are you going?”

         “Some little bitty place called Drummond on up north from Butte.”

         “Well, good luck. I’m flying. I don’t have the time to drive and I don’t want to ride that far anyway.”

         Deke had been about to ask her if she wanted to ride along with him, but evidently fate had just told him it wasn’t a good idea. A little shot of disappointment hit him, but it was what it was, and it most likely was not a good idea for him to spend that much time with her in the cab of a truck. He’d almost wrecked the old work truck that morning just going from the pasture to the house.

         “We might need to tighten up all our fences if we bring home a couple of wild bulls that will only be separated by a few strands of barbed wire and a dirt road,” he said.

         “Good fences make good neighbors,” she quoted.

         But they sure don’t make for good relationships, he thought.  

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         On Thursday morning, Rascal followed Deke from the living room to the bedroom and sat on the rug beside his bed while Deke threw a few things in a duffel bag. Then he went back to the living room with him and watched as Deke made sure the fire was out and there were no embers left in the fireplace.
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